The *Lancet* Group Commission[@bib1] on the institutionalisation and deinstitutionalisation of children is important because it presents further evidence that placing children in institutions is unnecessary and harmful, and that family-based alternatives exist that deliver far better outcomes. The Commission is also important because of its timing. Amid a global pandemic, it is too easy to view the need for reform of care for children as a separate or lower priority than the public health response. Supporting families to care for children is a fundamental element in ensuring the success of any public health response and is essential in strengthening the capabilities of communities to deal with shocks. Whether as part of an emergency response or as a long-term social policy initiative, the Commission should not be viewed as a cost but as an investment. With this in mind, on behalf of Hope and Homes for Children, I offer the following reflections on the Commission.

Reform of care for children and investment in family-based care are crucial issues, because they deliver multiple dividends to the child-care sector and to broader society over time.[@bib2] These changes are fundamental to building more effective child protection systems and yield substantial benefits to initiatives to improve child health and education and to address child poverty. In this regard, the effect of moving to family-based care is rapid, but also has intergenerational benefits.

The converse is also true. Underinvestment in family-based care for children and reliance on institutions leads to lifelong secondary consequences for children when they leave institutional care as young adults.[@bib3] These consequences include increased likelihood of long-term dependency on state welfare support, especially for housing and unemployment, increased incidence of sex work and suicide, and increased likelihood of the children of those who had themselves been institutionalised being taken into care. These are all expensive human and financial costs that can be transmitted across generations.

Family-based care is not more expensive than institutionalised care.[@bib4], [@bib5] After initial investment, family-based care rapidly becomes cheaper and much more cost effective. Hope and Homes for Children has been at the forefront of developing practice for family-based care internationally for more than 20 years. In every location we operate in globally, the costs of properly supported, quality family-based care have been less per child than the cost of confinement in an institution, and the outcomes have been substantially better for the child, with additional benefits for both siblings and parents.[@bib6] Put simply, investment in family care delivers much more benefit, and causes much less harm, than the expensive costs of building and running institutions.

The humanitarian crisis precipitated by the COVID-19 pandemic is playing out in households behind closed doors. The progress that had been made in tackling extreme poverty and other global development challenges is being reversed. Worldwide, probable deaths among children aged 5 years and younger resulting from the disruption caused by the pandemic have been estimated to be 1·2 million in just 6 months.[@bib1] The humanitarian response is struggling to deal with this. Those countries with established or active commitments to family-based care are better able to mitigate and prevent this impact because they have the pre-existing infrastructure and relationships to facilitate engagement with people at a household level. In this regard, family-based care builds more resilient communities.
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